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_punstuat;gn skills. taught in nine series of language arts textbooks.
Each text was subjected to a detailed, page-by-page analysis of
instructional ‘content,’ resulting in a content-specific analysis of
punctuation instruction at each- grade levelg The results indicated
significant differences among the texts in the treatment of
punctuation skills. Some texts, especially those stressing the
primacy of oral language, gave the subject -minimal attention. Those

" that gave ‘greater erphasis to written campcsltlcn tended to include a

. correspondingly larder number of exercises. Differences amnong texts

--also extended to the grade levels at which specific skills were

" intrcduced. The introduction of quotation marks, for example, began

_in five different séries at five ,different grade levels. Seven other .

punctuation’skills spanned four grades in level Gt~ introduction.. Of

.-the 34 different skills noted in the analysis, anly six vere taught
in all nine textbook series. Seven of the'nine series expanded
punctuation instruction dramatically in the th;rd grade. Another:

- significant jump occurred in fourth. grade, but it was difficult ‘to
‘locate commonalities among the texts beyond the fourth grade. In
summary, it was difficult to detect a systematic pattern of
;nst:uct;an Ieflectlng an expert bﬂdy of ap;nlan. (RL)
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PUNCTUATION INSTRUCTION IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEXTBOOKS | .

Larry A.. Gentry

g “ ABSTRACT B )

" An analysis of nine language arts series was Uﬁdertakeh to .identify
the75;99;,3nd,52q&en;évéf*pun;tuation instruction in elementary'schaalsj
Similarities and differences among texts and implications for instruction

are discussed.
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PUNCTUATION INSTRUCTION IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEXTBOOKS

Larry A. Gentry 1 f : &

#~ . A perfunctory consideration of writing instruction might lead one
to beljeve that the Eeachingﬁ@F Sunﬁtuapianéskiils is‘a rélafively
stable and straightforward aspect of the c;rri:urum; language arts
_gducazérs should be>fn general agreement regafding how and wﬁen su:ﬁ

‘ gki]ls should be taught. Unfortunately, tgis is not ;hé case. A review ~
of ?hespgrtingnt literature reveals that there are two major area§ of
dispute: (1) To what degree should instruction in punstuatjgn be ﬁ
emphasized at thé;EIEWEﬁtafy and/or secondary school ‘Tevels? (2) Should -
puﬁELQaETan skills be taught EystematiCES?y'Dr,éniy indirectly? )

The two concerns are not unrelated; those who believe that

punctuation skills should not .be emphas i zed generalfy support indirect

instruction, and those who call for a. greater emphasis usually favor .
direct and systematic instruction. Tiedt aﬁd'Tiédtf(]567) are illustra=

tive of-the Firsé'péint of view:

18

W

Punctuation, like spelling, has been over- emphas:zed
as &an aspect-of -compesition. Again we stress the lmpDFtanEé )
“of placing primary emphasis in LomPBSItlcn on the ideas - T .
“~Te. expressed rather than the mechanics of recgrdnng the ideas. S
(p. IhD) ) L : S R
Punituathn taught to students in the e]ementary
school should be functicnal, that is, it should be
punctua;uaﬁ needed-by-the- zthdentvas ne-[sic] writes.
(p. 14} o ,

.

I rmscher (1979) of fers g‘luéid érguméﬁt on behaif of those who hold

f the appaséﬁg view.. He believes thaa pungtuatucn IﬁStrUEthﬁ ‘should be

organized and présented systematlﬁally and shau!d beglﬁ -garly:




Almost inevitably, by the advanced hlgh school years and
- certainly in the college years, teachers have adopted-an aloof
" attitude toward mechanics. The érrors are there, but teachers
- rationalize -that they must concern themselves w:th the more
. important matters of substance and structure. The irony is
. that a simil4r rationalization has gone on throughout the
-school.years, so that the students'® exposure to systematic
instructioni in mechanics has been rare and, at best, sporadic.

(p. 118) =

The questnan of how and whén punctuation skills should be taught

,takes on new HmpDFEanEE when one examlnes the propensity of punctuation

5 a5

EFﬁars in the wruting of both ch:'dren and adults. Th* Iargé=5caié

'ass essment :gﬁducted by the National Assessment of EdUﬁatanE] Progress

1

in 1965 70 revealed that puﬁituatlan errors were made by appraxlmaté]y '

-50% of- the 9- year olds, 40% of the 13- year Dlds 79%‘Df the 17éyéariald5;

;aﬁ§_75% aF the adults (NAEF 1972). The fact that older writers make :

more Such errors than thEIF younger caunterparts is exp1a|ned by Ehg
fact that young wruters write shorter papers and- use relatuvg!y simple

sentencezstruztgresj thus providing themselves with Fgwer opportunities

to make mistakes.”

The same trend is evident from the results Qf the l§78 British

" - .
= ¢ ST 3

Columbia Assessment of Written Expression {Conroy and Rgdgers;‘1578)..

In that study, comma errors were made by 39% of the Lth-graders, 65% QF

the Sth graders, and 75% QF the 12th- graders; -

=

Furness (1960) noted equally discauraging results from several

= . .

earlier studies and concluded that mistakes in punctuation were ''the

most frequent type of mechanical. errors inwriting" (p. 185)., She -

pastulated that deficiencies in puﬁctuat|an must be the result Df one

DF two Fagtars either ”punctuatn@n is danacult to acquire, or it has

not bgen;aﬁq is not being well taught in gur_sth@ais”r(p. 185) . While . -
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7 this statement seems to imply that the cause may lie with either of the
o two factors, she suggests elsewhere that ﬁuﬁ;tuatiaﬁ may be difficult
to acquire because it is poorly taught. According to Furness, the
) studies she reviewed show that e
_ children tend to have many of the same needs for. using
= ’ punctuation items at every grade level and that their.
ability to meet these needs shows little improvement a-
they advance through the various grade levels. This
apparently means: (1) that few children have discove:
~ the importance of these items; (2) that the items have
n been inadequately introduced; (3) that there has been -
: insufficient review and drnll upcn the items to establish
their use; and (4) that insufficient attention has been
given to their use in genuine writing situations. (p."185)
Unfortunately, few researchers have taken as much interest in
writing mechanics as Furness. Cronnell (1980), i Qﬁ?a review of the
llterature on punctuation and tapltallzatnan,_fauﬁd very few studles
. re]atnng to th; EESChIﬁQ of meghanncs, and found none that were very
helpful in deﬁermiﬁnng aFfaatEVg methads of instruction.
« Methodology aside, it would seem that ome" important variablé‘in
punctuation instruction is the relative difficulty of specific punctua-
. : tion skills for students at different grade levels. Odom (1964) tested

the ability of 1818 students in the hth, 5th, and 6th grades to use L9

various punctuation skills. He found that ''there was a definite degree

of difficulty relative to each of the punctuation skills" (p. 13). For

example, 68% of the bth-graders gairectly -placed a Qamma between the day

B

-and vyear |n a date but only 6% used a comma in se;arating the name of -
a persaﬁ baiﬁg addressed (e.g., Bill, can | help you?). Odom's Fundnngs

point out the need for teacﬁers to be aware of the relative dlfflculty

of ‘the varagua pun;tuatnan skllls and to desngn apprgﬁrlate instruction

5




for students at different grade . or iem here, of course,

is that no definitive sequence e : .11s has yet been.

E

e

esteblished. (Odom's study, - N overed only three grades.)

How then, do teachers gc © . punctuation? Given the

3

fact that the subject is selc ; in teachers' journals and the

fact that litrle in the way of tary  teaching materials are

available for.this subject, i: t -+ cal to presume that most teéachers
rely-on _classroom textb@ak;.i According to a sEudy éonductéd by the ...
EdgiatignalﬁPdeucés !nférmatiaﬁ Exchangé Institute (EPJE, 1976),
approximately 90% of classroom instruction is based op Eémmercial]y .
prepared materials. If such is thg case, then an adequate dESEFIptIDﬁ

of punctuation instruction must be g]eaned from the texts that children

use. . -
in an attempt to produce such a desgr%ptian, researchers at SWRL

conducted g campgter*assisied analysis of the skills taught in nine

series of lénguage arts textbooks (see Appendlx A) Heahanféé was one

of twelve CDntéﬁt categories included in the study As a general con-

tent area, mechanics was divided ‘into two SUbCatEQQFi%S“QUHCEUEEi@ﬁ and- -

capitalization. The results of the analysis relating to capitalization

- ‘ [

skills have been reported elsewhere (Gentry, 1980).
Using a matrix of skills designed by Humes (1978), the investigators
subjected each text to a detailed, page-by-page analysis of instructional

content. Each exercise was coded according its specific -instructional

=

purpose (eig;,lusing a comma in a series, using a'hyphen in compound

wgrdsi etc.). These data were then pra;gssed by computer, resulting in
, . s -

a content- SQECIFIE analysis of instruction at each grade level.

4
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The rééuits'éf:théistudy indigate that there arelsigtiicant
!rdiFFergngésgéméng test;.in the treatment of bunﬁtuatian skills. Some
texts, aspeciallg thasé fhat stress the prnmacy of oral la%guage give
the sﬁbJect miniral éttentlan Those that g;ve greata? emphésis to
written composition tend to in;lude a correspondingly larger number of
exercises. Figure 1 shows the relativevemphasis accorded éungtuati@ﬁ by
each of the nine series. The:gréatest difference is between Séries F% |
and Series G. While Series F‘pr@vjdes only 85 e;eriisez in all six
grades, Sériés G provides almast'SEvsn times as many--a total of 541,
‘Differences ém@ng texts, héwgver; extend beyond thé amount of
practice pf@yided, One notable diFFe;éﬁEé concerns’ the grade levels at
which $pEEiFi§ skills are introduced (see Appendix B): Avdramatic
example is the introduction of quotation marks. One series begins
in;trgctién Faf'phis skill iﬁ grade i: one in ggade 2, apother in grade -
3, five in grade 4, and ancthet wa}ts until gr%de 5. ’'Seven other ski]]s
span four-grades in level of introduction. o

0f the 34 diffarent skills !lsted in Appendlx B, Dnly six are

$

taught in all nine series. The skills That all ‘agree must be included
. are:
1. the use of a period at the end of a sentence,

e use of a question mark,

ha
"o,
e

¢

3. the use of a comma in a sériésjq

4. the use of quctation marks, | oo
5. the use of an exclamation mark, and

6. the use of an'apgééfsphe in a contraction.

Five other skills are téught in eight of the nine series.
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The average number of punctuation skills taught per series is 20.8.

Series E\presents the éréatest ng;ber DF;Ski]]S, offering instruction in
f s .
28 differert types of pgﬁctuétiéﬁ,ﬁ.SEfiéﬁ E provides the least number
of different skills, teaching only 17.
. Apéendix C indiégces the specific skills and number of ‘exercises -
provided for each skill.at Hi?va;{aus grade levels. It fs‘readi]y
apparént that, with Féwvggiéptiaﬁsi very little Qunctuazian'{nnguiti@n
occurs fn the fiﬁst gradéi The most common skill téuébt at this ievef
i5 the use of a period at the end of a sénténcéi but it is included in.
ofily five series. Four se%?es }ntr@nga the use @F'qusstioﬁ marks. The |
divergent treatment aécoﬁded punctuation is dE@onstréted by f\E“fact
that;tﬁfeégsériés do not pr@viée any instruction at all in fﬁe first
g}ada, while one series (Series H) introduces students to seven different
skills,

# . . %

In grade 2, all nine series include exercises for the use of . a

a5

F

period at the énd of a sgntaﬁée and f@r-ﬁﬁe use éf qﬁestian ,r,i'iar'l-tsff"é Two
seéies cgachQGnl; those g}éheﬁts and two others add only the Qs& of
exclamation marks.. Surpfisfng]y, only two series oFFer any siénifizangg
-instrdéifan iﬁitﬁe’usg of commas. These same two series provide -
exercises ;n %cre than twice as ‘many skllls as other second grade texts,!
wsth ‘each teaching eleven sknlis. In terms sf the amount of practjce

prgvrdgdi Series A has the Iea5t=ﬂanly seven egér;|ses while Series G

leadsall cegts with 69 _ o

Seven of th; nine serles expand punctuation nﬁstruztuan dramat|cally

e

in the th:r& grade, |nd| cat g that mos't publlshers belleve th:T; ‘dgnts

’at thls ]evel are aapable of ]EEFHIHQ more than the basné uses of- the
. e -

E[{I(:‘ N TP SRR S I
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 taught in a majority of texts, Dne is included in ElghthEFI es:- the

use DF pun;tuatlan wnthln quctatlans, and the Flnal skill lnvclvas the.

period and the queStié% mark. Four skills account for much of the
iﬁcreased attention. fhéy_aréf the comma in addresses (8 series), thé
apostrophe in cantraétians (8 SE;EES), the épascréphe-iﬁ éossessives’(é
Sérias),_and tﬁe.périéd in nan;séﬁEEﬁié eiéﬁe?ts such as abbreviations

and iﬂitjgis (SVSEFies).%%EQe divergent philosophies of various pub-"

L I ’ . - - T _ .
lishers are again apparent in third grade instruction, with two texts

providing more than 100 punctuation exercises and-two others providing

= A

fewer than 20. : : . T et e

Ancther éignificant Jump occurs in fourth grade. Elght 5k|lls

(some.. tgught prevnausly in a few series) are now added to the total

use of quotation marks. “Four of the skills involve vari@us uses of the

comma; one pertains to the use . of the exclamation pcint, another is:the

use Df the colan The median number QF prac*lce Exercises amang faurth
grade texts is 50. Ser:es G leads al] 5§r|és w:th 145 Exerclses while
Series H provides the fewest with 20, ’

It is diFFizuit-to.locate7cammanalitigs-amcné tEXté-bEYGﬁd grade 4.

One saries_(%eries E) continues to pravzde a substantsal amount Df

practice, but dges not present any new skllls . -Another (Seriﬂ‘ )

introduces @he new skill, but provides a total of four practice exercises

'}h grade 5 and only two in grade S;X Series C leads ailfFiFth_grada taxts

Ey'presentﬁﬁg six new skills; three snxth grade serues introduce three

) skxllz Eaih, the greatest ﬁumber cf new skilISItsught at that level.

In terms of number of-practice exercises, three series provide more

practice at grade 4 than any other level, two reach their instructional
; ‘ e T _
11



=_§ ~ Peak in grade™5, and three ir grade 6. (One series (Series H) provides
its greatest number of exercises in grade 3.) : . :
I'n summary , it is difficult-to detect 'a systematnc pattern DF

- R E

o

|nstrugéagn that can be said to reflect an expert dey of Dpiﬁ|ch .Thagt

A s no dngt,dge to the-paucity of research in the field and thé diFFeFing

L a - views of language arts auEhQEIEIES regardnng the praper piace of pUﬁctua—

l -
5

“ tion |nstru¢tlgn in the curficulum. Untll further research |5 EﬂndUitEd'

ra 3
and dlssemxnated and until a majority of auEhDFIEIES reach- agreement on

=

. mattEFS‘QF educationaT hIIDSDEhy,‘IE &8 likely that such - xnstructlan s

will iﬂﬂtlﬂUE tﬁ be nncansastEﬁt among texts.

: : The present SIEuatraﬁ |nd|catés the ﬁeed for textbook SEIECEIDH
iémmitiéés to be aware of the di ,geﬁt é@nteﬁt in language arts ‘texts
) . . . A . * h‘"‘s
: .‘aﬁd to establ:sh ;a?&ful criteria for adaptlan. At the classraam level,

taaﬁherd must be aware of the stféngths and weaknesses of the texts they

. are USﬂng, and must he pFEPEFEd to supplement instruction gppraprlately
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. Appendix B

GRADE TEVELS AT WHICH PUNCTUATION SKILLS

ARE - INTRODUCED 11 NINE LANGUAGE ARTS SERIES -
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- Appendi x B‘(zcn:iﬁged) Lﬁ S S

Series and.lnrfcdy;tﬂry,Level

Comma: parenthetical elements R 5 6 | 5 | 6 3 | n L

“Conma: series

Comma: - titles . o . o P | R PR R o 5 -
‘| Comma: words of speaker - . ‘ R 5 b

Comma: ~after yes and no ‘ o B o 7 314 |5 | b Coh b 13 |

‘separating elements:

Dash:

£l

" Exclamation ?ciﬁt . '7” 7 ”71 2k 2 .| 4 1 3 fiﬁl o 3 | &

Parentheses - . .° L e I N

Period:  sentence.

}‘ L L ) L e = ¥ : ' ’ e " _ i
" Period; . other (e.g., itials, abbreviations) . 3.1 W) b2 1 2

‘Punctuation within quotation marks "~ " . RPN I SN

Question Mark /.~ - FE R A 2"

‘i;Quétatipanatks, 33{' RO s ‘EAAAﬁé 124
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S~ hependix ¢ - .

PUNCTUAT I ON EXERCISES IN
NINE LANGUAGE' ARTS SERIES.

GRADE "ONE

A | B clol el Fl o u [

Apast he gaﬂtractraﬁs: , ' . T |
ApDStréph? péSSESsives_ _ S, . o , - 12
!

Cﬁmma€ addresses . , .

Comma letters" -
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